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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to survey the litera¬
ture pertaining to the portrayal of the handicapped in the
mass media and to determine the image of the handicapped
presented by the media. Specifically, the study examines
the media image of the handicapped in relation to three
variables: Moral character, social status, and intellect¬
ual ability.
The areas of media which are discussed are televi¬
sion, literature, and comic books. These areas are selected
for three reasons: (1) Their contribution to the public image
of the handicapped; (2) the assessibility which they provide
to cultural assumptions; and (3) their popularity in aca¬
demic settings..
Significance of the Study
The significance of this study is that it sheds
light on the dual responsibility of special educators and
the media in their collaborative efforts to understand the
handicapped.
Findings
This study reveals that the handicapped are por¬
trayed in the mass media as a distinct and stigmatized group.
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Conclusions
Concerning the three variables examined--Moral charac¬
ter, social status and intellectual ability--the study re¬
veals the following:
1. That the handicapped were portrayed as excep¬
tionally good or exceptionally evil; rarely are
they depicted as "ordinary" human beings
2. That the handicapped were depicted as dependent
and irresponsible
3. That the handicapped were seen as unintelligent
persons unable to govern their own affairs
4. That the image of the handicapped has improved
with the enactment of Public Law 94-142.
Implications
Factors related to the outcome of this study are attri¬
buted to the paucity of literature related to the portrayal
of the handicapped in the mass media and to the need for
more specific research related to the influence of the mass
media on the public image of the handicapped.
Recommendations
As a result of this study, the following recommenda¬
tions are made:
1. That more extensive research be conducted to
determine the image of the handicapped as pre¬
sented by the mass media
2. That more cooperation exist between media program¬
ming experts and special educators in their at¬
tempts to improve the image of the handicapped
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3. That special educators be encouraged to play a
greater role in projecting the images of the
handicapped for the benefit of the handicapped
as well as the benefit of society
4. That the guidance and input of handicapped people
should exist at every level in media programming.
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This study is a survey of the literature regarding the
portrayal of the handicapped in the mass media. The media
shape the perceptions, feelings and concepts of the public
toward people with handicapping conditions. Put another way,
the media mold the lay person’s image of the handicapped. If
handicapped people are going to be understood realistically,
it is imperative that the media messages be sensitive, infor¬
mative, and supportive in their portrayal of the handicapped.
The image must be multifaceted and must project the handicap¬
ped individual as a normal person with strengths and weak¬
nesses.
Television, literature, and comic books have the power¬
ful ability to present supportive and accurate images of the
handicapped, or they can present pejorative or distorted
images which are counter-productive to special educators's
efforts. Special education can play a vital role in helping
the media specialist to understand and to identify the needs
of the handicapped so that the portrayal of persons with
handicapping conditions may be sensitive and accurate.
A cooperative relationship between special educators
and media programming experts can foster the cause of the
handicapped. The media are the vehicle through which
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programming experts, editors, and authors can collaborate
with special educators to make sure that the image of the
handicapped reflects a deep understanding of the humanity of
the handicapped.
Evolution of the Problem
With the enactment of Public Law 94-142 the handicap¬
ped are becoming more verbal and visible in society and in 1981
the United Nations Division of Education, Scientific and
Cultural Organizations declared this year as the International
Year of Disabled Persons. With this increased emphasis on
the handicapped, the writer became concerned about the kinds
of images that were portrayed of handicapped individuals in
the media. Although the handicapped constitute the largest
minority in America, they are often stigmatized and set aside
by society. Because of this societal response, handicapped
people have common experiences that cut across diagnostic
categories. This assumption of commonality was central to
the present research.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study was to investigate the
portrayals of the handicapped in the mass media over
the past eleven years. The study will specifically examine
the image portrayed in the media in relation to three vari¬
ables: Moral character, social status and intellectual
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ability. The writer chose three forms of media, television,
literature and comic books as the sites for the investigation
since these forms of media provide easy access to cultural
assumptions. The writer assumed that the content in these
media reflect and cultivate the social myths by which people
govern their behavior. Also, these areas of media were
selected because of their widespread use in educational set¬
tings .
Statement of Problem
A survey of the literature revealed that there was a
paucity of research pertaining to the media portrayal of the
handicapped. The research which did exist focused mainly on
the portrayal of the handicapped in literature. However, the
literature did not reveal any generally accepted position
regarding the portrayal of the handicapped in varying forms
of media. The problem identified for the study was,"What was
the depiction of the handicapped in the mass media during the
period 1970-1981?"
Limitations of the Study
The survey of the literature was limited to the examina¬
tion of the image portrayed in the most widespread of the
media--television, literature, and comic books. The study
was further limited by the analysis of the portrayal in re¬




One of the necessary first tasks of the research was
to define the handicapped population. This country's legal
code regards handicapped children as a special group and de¬
fines the handicapped population. The definitions selected
for this report are taken from Federal Legislation (Public
Law 94-142) which lists certain diagnostic categories of the
handicapped. According to this law, the word,"handicapped"
refers to individuals who fit one or more of the following
descriptions:
1. Deaf - having a hearing impairment which is so
severe that the individual is impaired in process¬
ing spoken information even when such information
is amplified;
2. Deal-blind - having concomitant hearing and visual
impairments ;
3. Hard-of-hearing - having a hearing impairment which
is permanent or fluctuating ;
4. Mentally retarded - having significantly sub-average
general intellectual capacity ;
5. Multihandicapped - having concomitant impairments;
for example, an individual may be retarded-blind,
or mentally retarded-orthopedically handicapped ;
6. Orthopedically impaired - having a severe ortho¬
pedic impairment caused by congenital anomaly ;
7. Other health impaired - having chronic or acute
health problems;
8. Seriously emotionally disturbed - having the follow¬
ing characteristics:
a. An inability to learn which cannot be explained
by intellectual, sensory or health factors;
b. An inability to build or maintain satisfactory
interpersonal relationships;
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c. Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings
under normal circumstances;
d. A general mood of unhappiness or depression;
e. A tendency to develop physical symptoms of fears
associated with personal problems.9.Learning disabled - having a disorder in one or more
of the basic psychological processes involved in
understanding or in using spoken or written language
10. Speech impaired - having a concomitant disorder such
as stuttering, impaired articulation or voice impair¬
ment ;
11. Visually handicapped - having a severe visual impair¬
ment even with correction. The term includes both
partially seeing and blind children.^
Mass Media
The term "mass media" is an aggregate or global term
applicable to all forms of communication directed to or reach¬
ing the mass of people. For the purpose of this study, the
writer focuses on three specific areas of mass media: tele¬
vision, literature, and comic books.
Stereotypid Roles
For the purpose of this study, stereotypic roles shall
be defined as characterizations or portrayals of the handicap¬
ped that imply a set of assumptions and practices which pro¬
mote the differential and unequal treatment of individuals
who have apparent or assumed physical, mental, and/or behav¬
ioral differences.^
^Edward L. Meyen, Exceptional Children and Youth: An Intro-
tion. (Denver, Colorado! Love Publishing Company, 1978) p. 57-58.
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H. E. Yuker, "Attitudes as Determinants of Behavior,"
Journal of Rehabilitation. 31 (November, 1970): 76.
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Significance of the Study
According to the National Center for Health Statistics
of 1981, handicapped persons in America number 42 million...
the largest minority in this country.^ In investigating the
portrayal of handicapped people in three forms of media, this
research explored new territory. This study was designed to
contribute to the expanding knowledge and awareness of the Amer¬
ican image of the handicapped. This awareness may help to
alter unrealistic views of handicapped people and thereby
facilitate their inclusion into this country's lifestream.
Method of Research
The full text retrieval method was employed for the de¬
scriptors. References chosen were the critiques of media por¬
trayals of the handicapped in television, literature, and
comic books. Analysis was done by grouping the categories in
variables in order to answer the research questions. The data
were presented in tables and evaluated according to their nega¬
tive or positive attributes.
^WorldAlmanac (New York: Enterprise Association, Inc.
Press, 1981), pp. 145-146.
CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
The role of mass media in socialization has received
increased attention from mass communications research in the
last decade. Most research, however, has focused on the re¬
lationship between mass media and the development of atti¬
tudes in the ’’normal population.” Only recently has atten¬
tion turned towards the handicapped.^
Understanding the relationship between mass media and
the socialization of minority groups is important for several
reasons. From a theoretical viewpoint, it is important to
compare the majority and minority groups on the basis of
their relationship to the media. From a practical viewpoint,
discrimination of minority groups such as the handicapped
can be better coped with if it is understood how tjie processes
underlining discrimination of minority groups are effected
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by the mass media.
In contrast to the extensive research focusing on the
impact of media as a socializing agent, there has been, as
^Robert Bodgan and Douglas Biklen, ’’Handicappism,”
Social Policy. 40 (March - April 1977): 14.
^Ibid.
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BoTare maintained, a paucity of research on the impact of the
media on the image of the handicapped individual.^
Social Status of the Handicapped
As a Minority Group
Minority Status of Handicapped People
Bogdan and Biklen have adopted the phrase, handicap-
pism, as a construct for understanding the social experi¬
ences of those individuals whose physical and behavioral char¬
acteristics are regarded as ’’different." They define "handi-
cappism" as "a set of assumptions and practices that pro¬
mote the different and unequal treatment of people because
of apparent or assumed mental, physical, or behavioral dif¬
ferences."^ Dexter, ^ Wright,^ Yuker,^ and Gellman^ have
discussed handicapped categories as minority groups.
The recognition of the handicapped as a minority is a
new phenomenon. In fact, this consciousness of the handi¬
capped as a minority has only recently been recognized by
^Frank G. Bowe, Handicapping America. (New York: Harper
Press, 1978) p. 25.
^Robert Bogdan and Douglas Biklen, "Handicappism," p. 14.
^Lewis Dexter, The Tyranny of Schooling, (New York: Basic
Book Press, 1964),“p"!
^Beth Wright, Physical Disability: A Psychological
Approach, (New York: Harper Press, 1960), p. 57.
^H. E. Yuker, "Attitudes as Determinants of Behavior,"
Journal of Rehabilitation 31 (November 1970): 76.
^William Gellman, "Roots of Prejudice Against the Handi¬
capped," Journal of Rehabilitation 25 (July 1960): 45.
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handicapped individuals themselves. Handicappism and
Handicapped Liberations are very recent phrases that de¬
scribe the civil rights concerns of these newly emerging
images. The concerns of the handicapped echo the concerns
of Black people and women in their attempts to gain equity
in the American lifestream.
There are indeed recent laws that are designed to
guarantee equal access to all the benefits of society for
the handicapped. Such a law is Section 504 of the Reha¬
bilitation Act of 1973:
No otherwise qualified handicapped individual
in the United States as defined in Section 7 (6),
shall solely by reason of his handicap be excluded
from participation by reason of his handicap, be
denied the benefits, or be subjected to dis¬
crimination under any program or activity, receiv¬
ing Federal Financial Assistance.!
Another law designed to guarantee equality of treatment
to the handicapped is Public Law 91-453 - Urban Mass Trans¬
portation Assistance Act of 1979:
Special efforts shall be made in planning and
design of mass transportation facilities and ser¬
vices so that availability to elderly and handicap¬
ped persons of mass transportation which they can
effectively utilize will be assured.^
Still another law designed to guarantee equal access
is Section 3 of Public Law 94-142 - Education for All Handi¬
capped Children of 1975:
^Bill Gearheart, Special Education for the 1980*s (St.
Louis: The C.V. Mosby Company, 1980), p. TTi
^Ibid., p. 115.
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Cc) It is the purpose o£ this act to assume
that ail handicapped children have available to
them, within the time periods specified in Sec¬
tion 612 (2) (13), a free appropriate public
school which emphasizes special education and
related services designed to meet their unique
needs, to assure that the rights of handicapped
children and their parents or guardians are pro¬
tected, to assist states and localities to pro¬
vide for the education of all handicapped chil¬
dren, and to assess and assure that the
effectiveness of efforts to educate handicap¬
ped children.1
These laws are undoubtedly clear statements that handi-
capped people can no longer be governed by the images of
handicappisra prevalent in the society.
Although handicapped people face some of the same soci¬
etal prejudices faced by other minorities, there are dis¬
tinct differences between them and other minority groups.
According to Bern, for example, people who are born Black,
Jewish, Puerto Rican, etc., are surrounded by similar per¬
sons.^ This may not necessarily be true of handicapped in¬
dividuals. Another characteristic distinction is that any
individual may become a handicapped minority at any given
point in time.^ Conversely, with medical intervention and
^Bill Gearheart, Special Education for the 1980*s (St.
Louis: The C. V. Mosby Company, 1980, p. 115.
2
Robert Bogdan and Douglas Biklen, "Handicap^ism," p. 19.
3
D. J. Bern, Beliefs, Attitudes and Human Affairs, Belmont
California: Brooks and Cole Publishing Company, 1981): p. 81.
^Ibid. p. 82.
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scientific technology, any member of the handicapped minor¬
ity may lose their disability and, consequently, their
status as a member of a minority group. Hearing can be re¬
stored in some instances, for example. Additionally, many
members of society may become handicapped for either short
or long durations. Finally, the distinction of the minority
handicapped and other minorities is summarized by Myerson:
There are some who will contend sincerely a
sour-grapes mechanism, that...it is as good to be
a woman as a man. If it is just as good to be a
Negro (Black) as to be White, if it is just as
good to be Cahtolic as to hold other faiths....
Disability is unique in that almost no one be¬
lieves that it is as good to be disabled than to
be nondisabled. No one believes that it is not
good to be healthy. This means that some of the
stronges-t forces in our society act upon disabled
people to deny their disabilities and impel them
to strive to be nondisabled.^
It is also clear that the major thrust of these studies im¬
plies that handicapped are treated differently in our soci¬
ety.
Television
Comstock maintains that television has been called "the
ultimate mass medium because of its 'very character.The
statistics which underscore the far-reaching and permeating
nature of this medium are indeed impressive, if not horri¬
fying. These statistics indicated that Americans have
^L. Myerson, A Psychology of Hearing Impaired: Psychology
of Exceptional Children and Youth, ed. , W. Cfuiclcsharik_ (Engle-
woods Cliffs, New Jersey; Prentice-Hall, 1963): p. 103.
2
G. Comstock, "The Second Teacher: Recent Research on
Television," The National Elementary School Principal 56
(March 1976): 16lT
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engaged in a relationship with television to a degree im¬
possible to imagine at the early stages of the medium's
history. Today, the only thing Americans do more than watch
television is sleep and work.^ According to Cater and
Adler, in 1949, only 2.3 percent of American families owned
a television set; today, 95 percent own one or more tele¬
vision sets.^
If there is a correlation between frequency of viewing
and potential impact, children are particularly susceptible
targets for the messages of this medium. Meyer contents
that more than five million children under the age of twelve
are still watching television at 11:00 p.m. Miles study
indicates that by the time the average child is sixteen, he
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will have watched 15,000 hours of television. This figure
jumps to 22,000 by the time a child is eighteen.
Television has become a way of life. Johnson cites
sociologist Clara Appell who noted that of the families she
studied, 60 percent have changed their sleep habits.^ Further
^Cater and R. Adler, Television as a Social Force: New
Approaches to T.V. Criticism. CNew York: Praeger Publishers,
1976} p. 178.
^Ibid., p. 179.
^T. Meyer, "Children's Perceptions of Favorite Televi-
stion Characters," Educational Broadcasting Review. (July
1973): 25.
^C.W. Miles, Some Effects of Mass Media: Mass Media and
Mass Man. (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1978) p. 186.
^N. Johnson, How to Talk Back to Your Television Set.
(Boston: Little Brown Press, 1976) p. ST!
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highlighting the effects of television, Johnson cites The
New York Times which reported the comments of a first grade
teacher from New Jersey:
"I took a survey of my first graders.... Only
two of my 22 children ate dinner with their family
without watching television."^
Unlike the printed media, television makes no demands
for literacy. Furthermore, because of its ubiquity, tele¬
vision is "always at hand"; people are not required to seek
it out.^
Like all mass media, television is a reflection of the
culture which creates it. According to Liebert, Neale and
Davidson, television does not exactly mirror the events of
the culture , and sometimes it distorts many of the demo-
4
graphic norms of the real population. But "the very dis¬
tortions of fact seem to represent an expression of values,
wishes, and needs.
Television, like all mass media, can be regarded as
traditional folklore. As Wolfenstein contends, television is
^N. Johnson, How to Talk Back to Your Television Set.
(Boston: Little Brown PressJ H
^M. Winn, The Plug-In Drug, Television, Children and the
Family, (New York: The Viking Press, 1977), p. sT^
^G. Comstock, "The Second Teacher," p. 16.
^R. M. Liebert, S. M. Neale and S. Davidson, The Early
Window: Effects of Television on Children and Youth. (New
York: Pergamon Press, 1973) p. Tl~.
^Ibid., p. 32.
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perhaps the Beowolf o£ the twentieth century. Like all
folktales, Beowolf expresses the attitudes, daydreams,
ethics and mode of life among the people of whom it is
told.^
Another way to probe the use of television as a medium
of cultural expression is to ask whom television represents.
Head responds by saying, "Television, as a medium, appears
2
to represent the conventional conservative values...."
Studies indicated that television is indeed a powerful
institution and that television plays a significant role
in molding the public’s image of the handicapped. Bogdan
and Biklen refer to past studies on images of the handicap-
3
ped and the media. After reviewing images of mental ill¬
ness conveyed by the media, Bogdan and Biklen cite Scheff
as concluding that mental patients are stereotyped as bi¬
zarre and dangerous. They also mention Needlemand and Weiner
who explored the relationship between physical attractive¬
ness and crime in different media and found that violence
and other sorts of crime are associated with physical ugli¬
ness and physical differences. Biklen, Bogdan and Blatt
M. Wolfenstein, Movie ^alysis in the Study of Culture:
The Study of Culture at a Distance. (Chicago: Tne University
of Chicago Press, 1953} p. 109.
2
S. W. Head, "Content Analysis of Television Drama Pro-
Programs," Quarterly of Film, Radio and Television 9 (May
1954): 175.
3
R. Bogdan and D. Biklen, "Handicappism." p. 16.
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cite their own study of horror movies which revealed "a
clear association of physical and mental handicapped with
acts of violence and hate."^
In Harmony's book Biklen and Bogdan combine with Blatt
to describe the negative images usually associated with dis¬
abilities. The first stereotype mentioned is the view of
"disabilities as tragic and, therefore, as cause for great
2
sadness." Another concern cited by Bogdan and Biklen is
5
the uncritical portrayal of special setting by the media.
Compounding this lack of critique of special settings is
the attitude that handicapped people are "happier" with
their "own kind" away from competition with "normal" people.
According to Bogdan and Biklen, the label "handicapped"
evoke profiles of dependence, helplessness, and incompetence
so that handicapped adults are treated like children.^ These
authors note that feature films about physically disabled and
retarded people often have first name titles ("Joey,"
"Charlie," "Larry"), a form of address usually saved for
children.^
^D. Biklen, R. Bogdan and B. Blatt, Label Jars Not People,
ed., M. Harmony (Cambridge, Mass.: Ballinger Press, 1979)
p. 173.
2
M. Harmony, Promise and Performance: Children with Spe¬





People with handicaps are often encouraged to take cer¬
tain kinds of jobs. For example, retarded people are ex¬
pected to do work that is repetitive and tedious, and blind
people are believed to make good newsstand keepers. In
fact, handicapped people in general are often presented as
psychological cases by the media. They are placed in doc¬
tors' offices and hospitals with spotlights on pathological
problems. Biklen et al. also mention the association of
handicapped labels with certain character types, including
"the mentally retarded type," "the learning disabled type,"
and "the blind type." These types are usually regarded
stereotypically, as for example, the idea that mentally re¬
tarded people are believed to seek more affection than other
people, to need more frequent reassurances, and to talk more
loudly and more inappropriately. Similarly, the learning
disabled are sometimes thought of as "rowdy" and prone to
delinquency as a result of their frustration in the class¬
room. The final observation of stereotypical treatment dis¬
cussed by Biklen et al.,^ is that the handicapped are often
regarded as objects of pity.
Harmony's study on the images of the handicapped on
television notes that the dramatic characters have a pro¬
pensity for meanness and that television dramatizes folktales
^D. Biklen, R. Bogdan and B. Blatt, Label Jars Not People,
ed. M. Harmony (Cambridge, Mass.: Ballinger Press, l977)
p. 204.
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of ugly witches and deformed monsters.^ Harmony's sugges¬
tion implies that the public is willing to watch the handi¬




The literature review reflects that the handicapped
are in fact a minority group that has been stigmatized and
excluded from the mainstream of American life. Stigmatiza¬
tion and further discrimination have necessitated the pas¬
sage of a preponderance of legislation advocating the rights
of handicapped individuals in society. The literature re¬
view further implies that the media have great impacts as
socializing agents. The literature also documents that the
media are powerful institutions and implies that television
plays a viable role in molding the public image. Bogdan,
Harmony and others further cite the paucity of research per¬
taining to the impact of the media on the image of the handi-
capped individual. It is, however, justifiable to conclude
that the media will continue to have a dramatic impact on
the image of the handicapped, who presently maintain a
^M. Harmony, Promise and Performance: Children with Spe¬




status of inferiority in this society. The review of lit¬
erature suggests that the topic of ’’handicappism" is indeed
complex and consequently deserves further examination.
CHAPTER III
METHODS AND PROCEDURES
This research examined the literature pertaining to
the portrayal o£ the handicapped in the mass media. The
literature examined is reviewed on three variables: Moral
character, social status, and intellectual ability. From
the review o£ the literature, £ive (5) research questions
were surveyed:
1. What is the image o£ the handicapped individual
as portrayed in the mass media?
2. What is the moral character o£ the handicapped as
portrayed in the mass media? Is the handicapped
individual depicted as a moral or immoral charac¬
ter? Is the handicapped individual depicted as
possessing a balanced combination o£ these attri¬
butes?
3. What is the social status o£ the handicapped in¬
dividual as portrayed by the media? Is the handi¬
capped individual depicted as a sel£-su££icient
individual or as a dependent individual? Is the
handicapped person depicted as a responsible in¬
dividual or as an irresponsible individual?
4. What is the intellectual ability o£ the handicap¬
ped as depicted in the mass media?
5. Are handicapped individuals depicted in major and/
or minor roles in the mass media?
The literature studies pertaining to the role o£ the
handicapped in the mass media between 1970 and 1981 consti¬
tuted the universe o£ data. The £ull text retrieval method
was utilized as the procedure £or gathering data. The
19
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source of data was the Education Resources Information Center
(ERIC).
A total of one^hundred thirty-five descriptors' were
employed (Appendix I). Two hundred studies were produced in
the original sample. Only those studies which included cri¬
tiques were utilized in the study. Excluded from the sample
were those studies that dealt with the media as a teaching
technique or educational resource. Also excluded were those
studies that reviewed original autobiographies of handicap¬
ped individuals.
Studies included in the sample met the following cri¬
teria :
1. Published between 1970 - 1981
2. Examined the image portrayed of the handicapped in
the mass media
3. Examined the media's portrayal of the handicapped
individual's moral character, social status, and
intellectual abilities.
In-depth Analysis of Methods and Procedures
After data were collected the in-depth investigation
of the portrayal of the handicapped in the media was con¬
ducted. This aspect of the study continued to focus on
literature which pertained to the portrayal of the handi¬
capped in the mass media. Two approaches to data reduction
were employed. The first phase entailed a formal, system¬
atic analysis of the data. In this instance the literature
was reviewed pertaining to the three variables previously
21
cited: the handicapped individual’s moral character as de¬
picted in the media, the handicapped individual’s social
status as depicted in the media, and the handicapped indi¬
vidual’s intellectual ability as depicted in the media. The
research tool used for this approach was content analysis.
While content analysis is generally used as a method of
analyzing behavior, it was selected because it provided a
systematic and objective technique for analyzing content.^
Since this research dealt! with the examination of media
images, as defined in the literature, content analysis was
particularly appropriate because it involves the scientific
analysis of communicating messages.^
The data were analyzed in a summative form employing
three major variables. Subordinate analysis, pertaining to
the visibility of the handicapped in the media,was also
conducted. Data were further analyzed relative to the exi¬
gencies of this particular study.
Summary
The methods and procedures outlined above addressed
the basic question of how handicapped people are portrayed
in the media. In a preliminary investigation, the literature
pertaining to the role of the handicapped in the media was
^P. Carter, and R. Adler, Television As A Social Force:
New Approaches to T.V. Criticism, (New York: Praeger Pub-
lishers 1976j p. 31.
^Ibid.
22
gathered. Data were analyzed and criteria were cited.
This was followed by the major aspect of the research, an
in-depth analysis of the literature pertaining to the role
of the handicapped in the media. The approach utilized in
data reduction was content analysis. Data were analyzed
by utilizing three variables. Subordinate analyses, pertain¬
ing to the visibility of the handicapped in the media, were
employed.
CHAPTER IV
PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF THE FINDINGS
This chapter examined the literature pertaining to the
role portrayed of the handicapped in mass media. Media
examined were television, literature, and comic books.
Studies were reviewed over an eleven-year period beginning
in 1970 and ending in 1981. The literature was further
analyzed. The analysis utilized three variables in order
to determine the image portrayed of the handicapped accord¬




Television is considered one of the most influential
institutions in our society today.^ Ninety-seven percent
of all American households have at least one television and
nearly one hundred million Americans can be considered regu
lar television viewers. ^ Americans watch television more
^Frank Mankiewicz and Joel Swerldow, Remote Control:
Television and the Manipulation of American Life" (NewYork




than they do anything else, except sleep. In fact, the
power of television commercials has more than sufficiently
shown that television influences attitudes and behaviors.
In addition to being a powerful socializing force, tele¬
vision is also a reflector of social values; therefore, it
is imperative that television programming experts be fully
cognizant of the images they portray of the handicapped.
Correspondingly, special educators must have input in the
programs that are about person with handicapping conditions.
B. D. Leonard conducted an in-depth study of the portrayal
of the handicapped on three major networks, NBC, CBS, and
ABC in Boston, Massachusetts, during prime time (8:00 -
11:00 p.m.).^ In Leonard’s study it was found that the
baseline study of the composite week of television viewing
yielded data that reflected a discriminatory view of handi¬
capped people. The percentage of handicapped characters on
television did not even approximate the percentage of
handicapped individuals that exist in the population at
large. Leonard’s study examined another sample of dramatic
shows in which handicapped characters appeared. The second
sample was videotaped and included 27 programs of 34 hours
aired over a period of four months. The total number of
^B. D. Leonard, ’’Impaired View: Television Portrayal of
Handicapped People," (Ph.D. Dissertation Abstract, Univer¬
sity of Boston, 1978) p, 2391.
^Ibid.
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characters for this sample was 365 (316 nonhandicapped and
49 handicapped).^ Leonard also utilized a content analysis
approach and presented further evidence of discriminatory
portrayals. On almost every dimension examined, handicap¬
ped characters were distinguished from nonhandicapped char-
2
acters to a significant degree. Race and gender were the
only two demographic dimensions that did not differentiate
handicapped from nonhandicapped. With regard to age, 40
percent of the handicapped were depicted as children and
the portraits were not realistic. No handicapped characters
over 65 years old were portrayed.^
Burd addressed the portrayal and the stereotypic roles
of the handicapped and aged.^ He contended that portrayals
of the handicapped have depicted them largely as lacking an
identity in the large society. Leonard and Burd agreed that
social class and occupations were distinguishable variables.
Their studies indicated that the handicapped characters
were portrayed most often as poor and unemployed. When
they did work, their occupations were menial. The
^B, D. Leonard, "Impaired View: Television Portrayal of
Handicapped People," (Ph.D. Dissertation Abstract, Univer¬
sity of Boston, 1978) p. 2391.
^Ibid.
^Ibid.
^Gene Burd, "Aged and Handicapped Seek Human Quality and
Public Service in the Media: Mass Communications Patterns of
the New Minorities," Mass Communications, 46 (August 1977): 2.
26
handicapped were generally not depicted as residing in in¬
stitutions and schools.^ Handicapped characters were ex¬
cluded from important roles in family life. They were not
portrayed as fathers, mothers, husbands and wives, but as
tinmarried sons and daughters, regardless of age.
Handicapped characters were depicted as the butts of
jokes and as victims of verbal and physical violence. Hero
status was denied the handicapped and only a few portrayals
of handicapped persons ended positively, and when such end¬
ings did occur, they occurred because the characters were
miraculously cured. In this way, the whole issue of the
treatment of disability was avoided. The large percentage
of negative endings for portrayals of the handicapped re-
2
affirmed their roles as victims.
Research performed over the past few years indicated
considerable stability in people’s attitudes toward the
handicapped. It has been consistently reported that the
handicapped are assumed to differ greatly from able-bodied
persons in several ways. Donaldson found that the handi¬
capped were viewed as more religious, less impulsive, and
less aggressive than the average person.
^U. S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare. Dis¬
ability in the News. Institute of Handicapped Report No. 10
(.-Washington, D.C.; Government Printing Office, 19/4) pp. 1-45.
^Ibid.
3
Joy Donaldson, ’’Changing Attitudes Toward Handicapped
Persons: A Review and Analysis of the Literature," Excep¬
tional Children 32 (April 1980): 504.
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Consistent stereotypes about the handicapped were also
held by diverse groups. Corn and others reported that black,
white, and Puerto Rican boys and girls from different geo¬
graphic areas regarded pictures of children with and without
physical handicaps in the same manner.^ In addition, they
found that physically handicapped children showed the same pic¬
ture preferences as their nonhandicapped peers. Although
studies contended that the media has a great deal of influ¬
ence on the portrayal of the handicapped, it is obvious that
more research is necessary.^
Although handicapped characters on television did not
adequately represent the estimated 15 or 20 percent of the
general population who have handicaps, they were sometimes
seen in major roles.^ Data illustrated in Table I indicated
the visibility of handicapped persons on television as re¬
searched by Donaldson. It may be noted that out of all the
characters in the sample 3.2 percent had visibility as
major characters. Only 0.4 percent of all the characters
were portrayed as being handicapped. Donaldson's study
included a total of eighty-five half-hour slots randomly
^Gerald Corn, M. Goldberg and Rabindra N. Kanung. "The
Role of Educational Television in Changing the Intergroup
Attitudes of Children," Teacher Education 34 (Novermber 1980):
277.
2lbid., p. 279.
^Joy Donaldson, "The Visibility and Image of Handicapped
People in Television," Exceptional Children 47 (March 1981):
413.
TABLE I
VISIBILITY OF HANDICAPPED PERSONS ON TELEVISION
Roles
Portrayed Adults No. Children No. Characters No.
Visi¬
bility
Major Nonhandicapped 332 Nonhandicapped 43 Handicapped 375
Handicapped 11 Handicapped 1 Handicapped 12 3.21
Minor Nonhandicapped 472 Nonhandicapped 69 Nonhandicapped 541
Handicapped 1 Handicapped 0 Handicapped 1 0.2%
(Estimated Nonhandicapped 9,225 Nonhandicapped 180 Handicapped 9,405
groups/
crowds Handicapped 0 Handicapped 34 Handicapped 34 0.4%
Nonhandicapped 10,029 Nonhandicapped 292 Handicapped 10,321
Handicapped 12 Handicapped 35 Handicapped 47 0.4%
Donaldson's study revealed that only 3.2 percent of the adult handicapped appeared on tele¬
vision in major roles, whereas 332 nonhandicapped persons appeared in major roles, only one
handicapped individual played a minor role. Furthermore, whereas 472 nonhandicapped adults
appeared on television, only one handicapped adult appeared during the spring of 1979 when
this sample of prime time television was conducted.
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selected from prime-time commercial television during a
three-week period in spring, 1979.
Television probably has the strongest effect upon chil¬
dren. Studies by Liebert et al. have shown that the social
attitudes and behavior of young children can be influenced
by television viewing.^ In the early 70's "Sesame Street"
was probably the most popular television series. Perhaps
that is why Liebert et al. found that the exclusion of chil¬
dren with handicaps from this program was disturbing. In
November, 1971 parents of handicapped children wrote the
producers of "Sesame Street" urging them to include children
with noticeable handicaps as regular participants. The
parents emphasized that the child should be viewed as any
child: "We do wish to underline the importance of a direct,
patronizing depiction of the child's struggle for recogni-
2
tion, acceptance and competence."
"Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood" had indeed been a long
established friend of the handicapped. This program was
popular with handicapped children and their parents. In
1972 Fred Rogers became particularly interested in the
^Robert M. Liebert, Samuel M. Neale, and Susan Davidson,
The Early Window: Effects of Television and Children and
Youth, (New York: Pergamon Press, 1973) p. 430.
^Judith Wagner, "A Letter to Children’s Television Work¬
shop," The Exceptional Parent, 2 (November, 1971): 9.
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handicapped. Rogers embarked on a series of projects with
handicapped children in mind.^ In a series of five pro¬
grams, the characters in "Mister Rogers' Neighborhood"
gradually learned to appreciate individual differences.
"The Purple Planet," a place where everyone was the same,
was a very restrictive and boring place. Children learned
that differences are to be valued. This opening was fol¬
lowed by programs on which persons with handicaps played
major roles. Tim Scanton, an actor from the National
Theatre of the Deaf, was featured as a teacher of mime.
Fred Rogers also talked about the speech of deaf people.
Rogers talked about it and then asked Tim to talk. The
stilted rhythm of Scanton's speech and its odd inflection
were different, but not frightening. Rogers embarked upon
a new project--development of a series of multi-media pack¬
ages designed specifically to bolster the self-images, moti¬
vations, and skills of young children with handicaps. Rogers
paved the way for the handicapped in children’s television
programming and, in the process, has added a new dimension
to the television portrayal of human beings.^
"Zoom," an educational television program which ad¬
dressed children between the ages of seven and eleven,
^Robert R. Monagham, "Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood" and
the Handicapped Child interface: Exploring and Assessing In¬
tegration of Educational Meida and Professional Services to
Handicapped." U.S. Department of Health, Education and Wel¬
fare, Institute of Handicapped Research Report No. 143 Wash¬
ington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, September 1974.
^Ibid.
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adopted a conscious policy of including handicapped children
in its guest information.^ In a fascinating segment, a deaf
boy with other young deaf children talked about what it’s
like to live in a hearing world. In another segment Ronald
Townley watched Timmy, a bright boy who is blind, enjoying
his childhood. A third segment explained how a pacemaker
can change the life of a child with heart damage.
Literature
The handicapped have consistently been held in stereo¬
typic roles in literature. Langworthy reviewed 311 works of
fiction that contained blind characters.^ The review indi¬
cated that most often the blind characters were abnormally
good. More recently Baskin analyzed 45 books from the fic¬
tion section of middle school libraries.^ In these books,
the handicapped were portrayed as either lacking in skills
or as possessing extraordinary talents and abilities.
The handicapped have had a bad literary press. The
outer defects of physical deformity and chronic illness have
come to symbolize an inner defect. It is obvious from just
^Ronald Townley, "Mister Rogers Warm and Wonderful--or
Just Plain Dippy?" The Philadelphia Inquirer. (May 1974): 3.
2Jessica Langworthy, "Blindness in Fiction: A Study of
the Attitudes of Authors Toward Their Blind Characters,"
Journal of Education. 46 .(May 1970) : 270.
^Barbara N. Baskin, "The Handicapped Child in Children’s
Literature: Theme Patterns and Stereotypes," Journal of Child
Psychology. 26 (March 1974): 91-99.
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a cursory examination of the literature that bodily
inactiveness and glowing health were characteristics
of the good and noble, while physical infirmities were re¬
served for the evil and malevolent.^ Literary characters
such as Captain Hook, obviously an orthopedic, are by no
stretch of the imagination coincidentally portrayed as
evil. Similarly, Snow White is a benelovent beauty who
is by far the fairest of them all.
Physical deformity, chronic illness, and many other
defects have come to symbolize inner defects. This sym¬
bolic point is used again and again in various forms. Dr.
Frankenstein's organ transplant and Dr. No's iron fist
quite naturally generate a special propensity for monstrous
behavior.^
The symbolic properties of the handicapped are not al¬
ways evil or bad. Less frequently, the literary associa¬
tions of the handicapped may become quite sentimental, even
saccharine. The point is quite clear. The handicapped in
literature is never presented as coincidental. The handi¬
cap is always a metaphor for either good or evil.
The metaphoric use of a handicapping condition is a
blatant form of stereotyping. Sontay contended that the
^Susan Sontay, Illness as Metaphor, (New York: Farrar,
Straus, and Grout Press, 1978) p. 5^.
^Ibid., p. 57.
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metaphoric use of handicapping conditions is so entrenched
that it is not even noticed.^ According to Byrd and Allen,
the symbolic significance of portrayals of the handicapped
has not been deeply probed; this point holds especially
true for the literature studied in college English courses.
Children Classics
Even in children’s literature, which naturally tends
to make little use of descriptive content and simplifies
and concretizes abstractions, the significance of the por-
3
trayal is clear--deformity means immorality. Pinocchio
becomes progressively more disfigured as his integrity
wanes. Bandits and pirates typically lose limbs and eyes
(hence peglegs and eye patches). Gigantism almost always
implies wickedness, as do such conditions as excessive
baldness, wrinkles and warts. Virtue is awarded with physi
cal grace; so the ugly duckling turns into a swan, the frog
becomes a king, and the beast miraculously changes into
a prince.^
Association between beauty and value is reflected in
much of the literature of the past. Children's tales are
^Susan Sontay, Illness as Metaphor, (New York: Farrar,
Straus, and Grout Press, 1978) p.
2
Keith E. Byrd, Dianne P. Byrd and Conrad M. Allen,
"Television Programming and Disability," Journal of Applied
Rehabilitation Counseling 8 (Spring 197771 ZT!
3
Leslie Fiedler, Freaks, Myths and Images of the Secret
Self, (New York: Simon and Schuster Press, l9'/8> p. STl
^Ibid.
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particularly clear about this. Fiedler maintains that
Cinderella is fair of body and spirit, while her mean step¬
sisters are physically unattractive.^ The creature who
threatened the goats in Three Billy Goats Gruff is "a great
ugly Troll, with eyes as big as saucers and a nose as long
2
as a poker."
Oakley examined contemporary children’s fiction in
which handicapped characters were included. Oakley found
that a majority of those examined were evil. In contempo¬
rary children’s fiction both social rejection and physical
violence against the handicapped were common. He maintained
that books that are positive in their image of the handicap¬
ped are vitally important for handicapped as well as non¬
handicapped individuals:
The importance of good books about the handi¬
capped is dual; it is, of course, desirable for
handicapped youngsters to find within books that
with which they can identify but it is equally
important for physically normal children to learn
intelligent understanding for the handicapped.3
Baskin’s findings supported this belief:
The representation of the handicapped in
literature... distorts the capabilities of the
disabled...,frequently dwells on cruelties and
^Leslie Fiedler, Freaks, Myths and Images of the Secret
Self, (New York: Simon and Schuster Press, l578j p. 5l.
2
Lawrence Hollowell, A Book of Children’s Literature,
New York: Rinehart Press, 19/53 p.
3
Morris C. Oakley, "Juvenile Fiction About the Ortho-
pedically Handicapped," Top of the News 58 (April 1973): 920.
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and is excessively melancholy and punitive in
time.... It seems reasonable to assume that this
cumulative effect must contribute to the exclu¬
sionary attitudes so endemic to society.!
Fortunately, there is a more positive aspect of this
situation. There were books for young children--some of them
old (for example. The Lame Prince), most of them new--which
2
presented a realistic and positive picture of the disabled.
Two of these books, according to Baskin and Cohen, were Howie
Helps Himself, which is a picture book about a physically
handicapped boy, who, like all children, is very proud when
he learned to dress himself; and Soxind of Sunshine, Sound of
Rain, a poetic picture story told through the thoughts and
feelings of a blind child.^
Contemporary Drama
Physical handicap is called the reigning metaphor of
our age.^ The use of this metaphor has reached epidemic
proportions. Recently on Broadway Mel Gussow of The New
York Times labeled the phenomenon, "the time of the wounded
^Barbara Baskin, "The Handicapped in Children's Litera¬
ture: Themes and Patterns and Stereotypes," The English
Record 26 (May 1974): 94.
^Ibid.
^Shirley Cohen, Disabled People. (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1977) p. 149.
^Leslie Fiedler, Freaks, Myths and Images of the Secret
Self, (New York: Simon and Schuster Press, 1978) p. 2T!
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hero.*'^ Gussow examined current New York plays and their
diagnostic category which were: The Elephant Mkn whose protag¬
onist has congential deformity; Whose Life Is It Anyway, in
which the main character was paralyzed; Wings, whose leading
character suffered from a stroke; Nevis Mountain Dew*s, in
which the main character was paralyzed; and Children of a
Lesser God, in which a deaf man played the main character
all depicted heroic portrayals of the handicapped.
Additional plays about the handicapped are Gin Game,
The Shadow Box, and Cold Storage. Gussow suggested that all
of these characters are conduits to our consciousness. Fur¬
thermore, Gussow pointed out the assumption inherent in
these theatrical productions--that disabled individuals were
more in touch with themselves than others. Gussow main¬
tained that some of the new productions were patronizing.
There was the romanticized view of the handicapped: suffer¬
ing instills insight, and the handicapped is better than "nor¬
mal.” As in previous works, these characters were portayed
only becuase of their innate incapacity and because of the
standardized associations such incapacity was able to en^
gender in the audience. The use of handicaps
^"The Time of the Wounded Hero," New York Times. 15
April 1979, Sec. 4 E 11.
^Ibid.
Shari Thurer, "Disability and Monstrosity: A Look at
Literary Distortions of Handicapping Conditions," Special
Articles 41 CJanuary-February 1980).
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to portray inner flaws has been in literature since
recorded history.
Thurer analyzed several literary works and maintained
that there is an association between physical appearance
and moral character. According to Thurer, in the Bible,
Cain was marked becaused of sin.^ Thus, the implication is
that disfiguration is retribution. Also, Thurer contended
that even Sophocles, in some of his literary works, equated
morality with physical blindness: Oedipus, for example, be¬
came blind when he learned that he had been cohabiting with
his own mother. Similarly, Thurer maintained that Chaucer's
Summoner was as disgusting physically as his actions were
morally. Moreover Thurer maintained that Shakespeare's
Richard III, an insidious devil, guilty of wholesale murder,
2
was also a hunchback. The curvature of the spine high¬
lighted his dastardly deeds. Fiedler suggested that even
in contemporary literature, Somerset Maugham's Of Human
Bondage portrayed Phillip, the protagonist, with a clubfoot
which symbolized his bitter, confused and warped nature.
Carons McCuller, according to Fiedler, dealt with eccentric,
grotesque, and individuals as if they were "dissections of
T
a poisoned culture." For example, Fiedler contended that
^Thurer, "Disability and Monstrosity."
^Ibid.
3
Leslie Fiedler, Freaks, p. 13.
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in Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, Captain Ahab, the grim, mad
sea captain, is so obsessed with capturing the white whale
that it caused the loss of a leg.^ The scar that extends
from the hair of his head to the entire length of his body
gives one the impression that he is scarred from head to
2
toe.
Naturally, the handicapped are not always stereotyped
as sinister, but in many classical works, the handicapped
have served as props for evoking disgust. The strength of
this stereotype is seen in the person of Quasimodo, the re¬
pulsive Hunchback of Notre Dame, and Cyrano de Bergerac.
Both characters were deformed and good. The assumption
is, therefore, that physical defectiveness implies virtue.
Sometimes there is a tendency to portray the disabled as
better than average. Even this kind of depiction, humane
though it is, must be labeled as unrealistic and inaccurate.
Modern Fiction
Modern adult fiction tended to avoid depictions of the
handicapped. There were, of course, some exceptions. Pieper
maintained that in To Kill a Mockingbird, Bo Radley, a
^Leslie Fiedler, Freaks, Myths and Images of the Secret




mentally handicapped person, was eventually shown as a hero,
but was feared and tormented by the neighborhood children,
locked in by his parents, accepted by none.^ Nicholi' Joe
Egg, according to Pieper^ is a play about the desperation of
parents of a severely impaired child. Flowers for Algernon.
Pieper continued, is a sensitive story of a retarded man who
was transformed into a genius for a short time. This trick
transformation provided the mechanism for examining reac-
3
tions to the retarded.
The picture, while not a happy one, is improving.
Light in the Piazza is a beautiful story of a young girl
whose mental development was arrested by a childhood acci¬
dent: "She was eventually accepted in the mainstream of
life but only in another milieu, in a country far from home,
with the help of considerable resources.”^ Other plays
that Pieper analyzed were Butterflies are Free in which the
hero, although blind, was more joyous.^ And, In This Sign,
the story about a deaf couple and their daughter
^Bertrum Pieper. Some Curricular Experiences for Chil¬
dren in Fostering Positive Attitudes Toward the Handicapped
in School Settings, CNew York: New York CTity University







showed the difficult and the possible.^ But these were only
a few. For the most part,there were only a few literary works
that portrayed the handicapped individual in realistic roles.
This may be partially due to the fact that society is still
afraid to explore its attitudes toward the handicapped.
It is only speculative as to why the distortions occur¬
ring reflect the subtle prejudice of a culture that tends
to ascribe the source of suffering to wrong doing. In the
2
Judeo-Christian ethnic, handicaps are punishment for sin.
Moreover, handicaps may imply a handicap to productivity in
a society that values accomplishment. Non-productivity is
not acceptable, for example, in American society.
Stereotyping handicaps is an extremely unfortunate
reality. It undeniably adds salt to the wound. To the
original profound pain of loss there is the unnecessary bur¬
den of a negative stigma. Special Education personnel must
become increasingly aware of the irrational ideas associated
with a handicap. Educators are in a unique position to
clarify the implications of this literary convention to the
public and to help nullify its effect by explaining its
irrational basis. Writers should be encouraged to portray
^Bertrum Pieper. Some Curricular Experiences for Chil¬
dren in Fostering Positive Attitudes Toward the Handicapped
in School Settings, (New York: New York City University Press,
1975J p. 21.
^"The Time of the Wounded Hero," The New York Times 15
April 1974, Sec. 3., p. 11.
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the scars of disability as they are, and not as "red badges
of courage or scarlet letters."^
Comic Books
One aspect of mass media that has been neglected in
terms of its portrayal of the physically handicapped is the
comic book. Studying comic books in relation to the handi¬
capped may be particularly revealing. More than any other
media, comic books attempt to convey information in a quick
and easy manner. Dramatic visual imagery is used to com¬
municate personality as well as action. This technique pro¬
vides reinforcement for the already questionable notion that
physical dimensions are closely linked to the particular
personality characteristics.
Comic books are also important to study because they
represent a massive portion of popular reading matter. In
1978 alone more than 250 million comic books were purchased
in the United States (as reported in Time Magazine, March 20,
1978) . Studies have indicated that comic books imply a
clear relationship between the exterior characteristics and
the inner qualities. This flaw in comic books is the same
as in literature. In Shakespearean terms--a twisted body
means a twisted mind.
^The Time of the Wounded Hero," The New York Times 15
April 1974, Sec. 3. p. E 11.
2
Katherine Hauguard, "Comic Books: Conduits to Culture,"
The Reading Teachers 54 (October 1974); 56.
^Ibid., p. 153.
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Weinberg and Santana conducted an investigative study
to determine whether a relationship existed between handi¬
capping conditions and moral stature as presented in Table
II. According to their studies persons with physical ab¬
normalities were much more likely than those without physi¬
cal abnormalities to be portrayed as evil. Fifty-seven per¬
cent of those with handicaps were evil while only 20 percent of
those without handicaps were evil.^
^Nancy Weinberg and Rosina Santana. "Comic Books: Cham¬
pions of the Disabled Stereotype," Rehabilitation Literature,













No Handicaps 20 35 45
Physical Handicaps 57 0 43
Sensory Handicaps 43 0 57
Skin Abnormalities 50 0 50
Head Distortions 71 0 29
Limb Deformities 75 0 25
The results of Weinburg and Santana's study, as shown
in the above chart, indicated that 35 percent of the charac¬
ters without handicaps were neutral, while none of the per¬
sons identified as being physically different had a neutral
disposition.^ According to Hauguard's studies, comic book
writers appear to create physically different persons only if
they are to play a decisive role in the story. A handicap¬
ped person in a neutral role would perhaps distract from the
major theme since it is assumed that if an individual's
appearance were extreme, his character could not be neutral.
^Nancy Weinberg and Rosina Santana, "Comic Books: Cham¬
pions of the Disabled Stereotype," Rehabilitation Literature
39 (December 1978): 328.
2
Katherine Hauguard. "Comic Book: Conduits to Culture?"
The Reading Teacher 54 (October 1974): 156.
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As seen in Table II (Weinberg and Santana), the per¬
centage of good to evil characters also varied with the
nature of the physical impairment- Whereas 71 percent of
the people having head distortions and 75 percent of the
characters having limb handicaps were evil, only 43 percent
of those with sensory handicaps and 50 percent of the char¬
acters with skin abnormalities were evil.^ Thus, charac¬
ters who are evil are more likely to have either head or
limb developmental defects.
Traditionally, the head, particularly the face, is seen
as a mirror of the contents of the soul. True to this
stereotype, many of the evil characters were either shown
as having distored eyes or highly arched eyebrows. By con¬
trast, those characters with either sensory handicaps or
3
skin abnormalities were less likely to be evil.
Other variables that determined the stereotypic fea¬
tures of comic book characters were size, sex and race. The
relationship of physical size to moral status was studied
by examining the association of height and weight to per-
4
sonal goodness. The height of each character was
^Nancy Weinberg and Rosina Santana. "Comic Books: Cham¬
pions of the Disabled Stereotype," Rehabilitation Literature





categorized as dwarf-like, short, average, tall or gigantic.
The giants were typically viewed as evil while the dwarfs
were more often viewed as good.
Character weight was classified into three groups--
fat, average and skinny. There was a tendency for fat
people to be portrayed as evil. Data indicated that sex
was an important variable as male characters accounted for
214 (74%) of the 290 characters.^ There are few women cha¬
racters in the comic books and of those few a disproportion¬
ately small number have physical abnormalities. Weinberg
and Santana's study indicated that a variety of racial
groups were represented in the comics. Eighty-one percent
of the characters were White, 5 percent were Black, and 5
percent were Oriental. The remaining 9 percent belonged
to a group that Weinberg called "other worldly" and con-
3
sisted of others who were not earthly Homo sapiens. Racial
4
status was significantly related to moral stature*. In the
White group, 46 percent rated as good; 24 percent, as evil;
and 29 percent as neutral. Data also revealed that minority
characters were mainly underrepresented among good characters,





as shown in Table III (Weinberg and Santana). Orientals
are greatly overrepresented in the percentage of evil cha¬
racters and very underrepresented in the percentages of good
characters.
Data indicated that the Oriental and the handicapped
suffered from being overly represented as evil. It seemed that
comic books were still exploiting the unfavorable "yellow
peril" image of the World War II era.^ The handicapped
showed the largest percentage of evil-doers. Also repre¬
sented in Table III (Weinberg and Santana) is a comparison
of the moral stature of the disabled with the moral stature
of racial minorities and with females. Females provided
the greatest contrast to the handicapped in terms of their
relative proportion of evil to neutral characteristics.
Whereas the handicapped characters showed the largest per¬
centage of evil-doers, women had the lowest percentage.
It is interesting to speculate about why stereotyped
portrayals of the disabled developed. It may be that this
image emerged as a result of the media. In the case of
comic books and other printed materials, it may be that a
handicap lends itself naturally to a symbolic equation with
moral deficiency.
Nancy Weinberg and Rosina Santana. "Comic Books: Cham¬
pions of the Disabled Steroetype, " Rehabilitation Literature
39 (December 1978): 328.
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TABLE III







Deformed 57 0 43
Oriental 50 36 1
Black 27 40 33
Females 14 48 35
Males 24 29 47
In this age of affirmative action it is disheartening
that minorities (including racial, sexual, handicapped and
physically different minorities) were portrayed in such
stereotypic ways. The handicapped were represented as
either good or evil. There were no average or ordinary
people presented as handicapped characters. According to
Patterson, presentation of a handicapped, particularly
blindness has a long and consistent history. Classical lit¬
erature has traditionally portrayed the blind as either ab¬
normally good or horrendously bad. Rarely is a normal,
well-adjusted blind person encountered.^
This continued misrepresentation of the handicapped
makes it more difficult for the handicapped to be accepted
as ordinary persons who happen to be handicapped, rather
^Janet G. Patterson, ’’The Blind in Fiction," Outlook
for the Blind 6 (March 1971): 66.
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than as special persons who have a trait that overshadows
and influences every aspect of their being.^
Contrastingly, handicapped persons were also portrayed
as abnormally good. This may have developed because every¬
day experience contradicts the totally negative image. En¬
countered in the world, for example, are very bright people
in wheelchairs. These exceptions are understood by attri¬
buting to them very special powers and moral virtues. In
essence, if a handicapped person overcomes his or her in¬
feriorities, he or she cannot be average. Only those few
who are special, blessed or extraordinary could rise above
the disability and the assumed innate inferiority.
Naturally, the more widespread the media the greater
the potential danger. Comic books are perhaps the worst
media in this respect since they are most widely read. One
of the latest educational trends is to use comic books to
motivate children to read. Ironically, some schools for the
deaf have large collections of comic books (including super¬
hero comics) and are promoting the use of comics as an in¬
tegral part of the curriculum. Reading teachers for the
able-bodied are also encouraging the use of comic books to
2
motivate as well as improve reading skills.
^Janet G. Patterson. "The Blind in Fiction," Outlook
for the Blind 6 (March 1971): 66.
2
Katherine Hauguard, "Comic Books: Conduits to Culture."
The Reading Teacher (October, 1944): 157.
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Overview of Findings
The summative data which follows reflect the analysis
of the content of each study. Studies were analyzed using
three variables. An evaluation was conducted in order to
determine the image of the handicapped utilizing the vari¬
ables of moral character, social status, and intellectual
abilities.
Tables IV-VII which follow summarize the portrayal of
the handicapped as presented in the three forms of media
studied. The Tables which follow summarize the critiques
of authors who have analyzed how the handicapped are por¬
trayed in television, literature and comic books. Only
those studies which reflect the portrayal of the handicap¬
ped within the past eleven years were presented in the
tables.
TABLE IV
OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS: PORTRAYAL OF THE HANDICAPPED IN THE MASS MEDIA
Variable Literature Source Evaluation of Literature
Moral Character Joy Donaldson, "The Visibility
and Image of Handicapped People
on Television," Exceptional
Children. 47 (March 1981)
411-415.
This study is a random sample of
prime time television during spring,
1979, which analyzed the visibility
of the handicapped on television.
The study indicated that most of the
handicapped characters are portrayed
as exceptionally moral or as excep¬
tionally immoral. Few programs de¬
picted the handicapped as "normal"
individuals with certain challenges.
Gene Burd, "Aged and Handi¬
capped Seek Human Quality and
Public Service in the Media:
Mass Communications Problems
of the New Minorities," Mass
Communications. 46 (August
1977) :' 2 ,
Jessica Langworthy, "Blind¬
ness in Fiction: A Study of
the Attitudes of Authors
Toward Blind Characters,"
Journal of Educational Psy¬
chology . 4^5 (May 1970) : 269-
272 .
Examined are the new emerging images
of the handicapped in the mass media.
Burd compares the struggles of the
handicapped minority with other "ra¬
cial minorities." He maintains that
the image of the handicapped has been
negative, but the image is improving.
In this article, Langworthy reviewed
311 works of fiction which portrayed
blind characters. The findings in¬
dicated that the blind characters
were portrayed on each end of the
spectrum as being either abnormally
moral or abnormally immoral.
TABLE IV (Continued)
Variable Literature Source Evaluation of the Literature
Moral Character Barbara Baskin, "The Handicap¬
ped in Children's Literature,
Themes, Patterns and Stereo¬
types," Journal of Child Psy¬
chology . 26 (March 1974) :
dl-&'4.
Leslie Fiedler, Freaks, Myths,
and Images of the Secret Self.
(New York: Simon and Schuster
Press, 1978) p. 51.
Baskin's article reviewed the por¬
trayal of the handicapped in chil¬
dren's books and literature. She
maintains that the handicapped are
locked in stereotypic roles with the
handicapping conditions being used
as a metaphor to symbolize exces¬
sively moral or immoral roles.
Fiedler concluded that there is a
correlation between physical attri¬
butes and virture in children's clas¬
sics. Deformities are metaphorically
used to symbolize moral decadence.
Janet G. Patterson, "The Blind
in Fiction," Outlook for the
Blind. 6 (March 1971): 53"!
Keith E. Byrd, Diane P. Byrd
and I Conrad M. Allen, "Tele¬
vision Programming and Dis¬
ability," Journal of Applied
Rehabilitation Counseling
■g (Spring 1977) : ZF!
Patterson analyzed the portrayal of
the visually impaired in classical
literature. He concluded that
throughout literary history, the
blind have been portrayed as super¬
heroes or as villains. Rarely is a
blind persons depicted as a well-
adjusted individual.
Byrd, et al., examined how televi¬
sion presented the handicapped.
They maintained that the image is
stereotypic and that whereas tele¬
vision is criticized for its stereo¬
typic images in presenting the handi¬
capped as extremely good or evil,
classical literature seems to be




Literature Source Evaluation o£ the Literature
"The Time of the Wounded
Hero," The New York Times,
15 ApriTj^ 19*74, Sec. 3"^
p. E 11.
Shari Thurer, "Disability





Nancy Weinberg and Rosina
Santana, "Comic Books:




Gussow examined the characteristics of
handicapped individuals in current
broadway productions. He maintained
that these is a continuum in stereo¬
types of good vs. evil roles. However,
in current productions, the pendulum is
swinging toward handicapped individuals
in the roles of the martyr or the super
hero.
Thurer did a cursory examination of lit¬
erature relative to its portrayal of the
handicapped. This article examined lit¬
erature and the derivation of stereo¬
typic roles. Similarly, children's clas¬
sics and dramas were analyzed to deter¬
mine roles handicapped individuals are
given. Thurer concluded that the handi¬
capped are stereotyped as excessively
moral or immoral characters in literature
However, the images are beginning to be¬
come more realistic in recent publications
Weinberg and Santana examined comic books
to determine the role of handicapped in¬
dividuals in comic books. Their studies
revealed that there is a close correla¬
tion to physical condition and moral
stature. Additionally, their study ex¬
amined racial status and moral stature.
They concluded that there is a
TABLE IV (Continued)
Variable Literature Source Evaluation of the Literature
Moral Character
Susan Sontay, Illness as
Metaphor, (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Grout Press,
1978) p. 17.
Bertum Pieper, Some Curri¬
cular Experiences for Chil¬
dren in Fostering Positive
Attitudes Toward the Handi¬
capped in School Settings,
New York: New York Univer-
sity Press, 1975) p. 11.
correlation between these two variables,
also. Finally, the authors concluded
that comic books portray the handicap¬
ped as exceptionally bad, rarely are they
portrayed as persons of ordinary stature.
Sontay examined classical children and
adult literature to determine if they
used handicapping conditions as meta¬
phors. She maintains that it is a lit¬
erature tradition to use disabilities
metaphorically.
Pieper examined certain aspects of the
curriculum to determine which curricular
experiences would help to foster a more
positive image of the handicapped. He
contended that examining the literature
and the images its projects about the
handicapped can make individuals more
cognizant of the prejudices in classical
literature. Pieper maintained that the
image of the handicapped in literature i
is unrealistic because they are depicted
as individuals who have a propensity for
meanness and evil or as individuals who
are excessively righteous and good.
TABLE IV (Continued)
Variable Literature Source Evaluation of the Literature
Moral Character Emily Wilson, "Television
and the Disabled: Mister
Rogers Shows How," The Excep-
tional Parent. 3 (November
1977)i 35:
U. S. Department of Health,
Education and Welfare, Dis¬
ability in the News. Insti-
tute of Handicapped, Research
Report No. 10. (Washington,
D.C.: Government Printing
Office 1974) pp. 1-45.
She examined the children's special
"Zoom," which was the first series
that featured handicapped children.
The author maintains that handicapped
children are depicted realistically,
not as exceptionally good or excep¬
tionally bad.
This research report examined informa¬
tion on mass media portrayals of the
handicapped and concluded that the image
was stereotypic and unrealistic. Handi¬
capped individuals were generally de¬
picted as villains or as super heroes.
TABLE V
OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS: PORTRAYAL OF THE HANDICAPPED IN THE MASS MEDIA
Variable Literature Source Evaluation of the Literature
Social Status William C. Thompson, "The Thompson contended that the media por-
Media and the Myth of Mobil- trayed the handicapped as a dependent
ity," American Rehabilitation. and stigmatized group. Additionally,
54 (January-February 19803: he contended that the media prejudg-
12/14. ments concerning the handicapped im¬
mobilize their integration in society.
Gerald Gorn, Marvin Goldberg
and Robert N. Kanungo, "The
Role of Educational Televis-
sion in Changing the Inter¬
group Attitudes of Children,"
Teacher Education. 33
(November 1980) : 277-280.
The authors' studies show that there is
a correlation between the behavior of
children and their views toward the
handicapped which crossed racial bar¬
riers and that the handicapped are por¬
trayed as an irresponsible group.
Joy Donaldson, "Changing
Attitudes Toward Handicapped
Persons: A Review and Anal¬
ysis of the Literature,"
Exceptional Children. 32
(AprU 1980): S04-'5T4.
Joy r/onaldson, "The Visi¬
bility and Image of Handi¬
capped People on Television,"
Exceptional Children. 47
(March 1981): 413.
This overview of studies pertaining to
the handicapped individuals contended
that the handicapped are most often
depicted in stereotypic roles that por¬
tray them as dependent characters.
Donaldson's in-depth study of the depic
tion of the handicapped on television
suggested that the media may serve more
to reflect and maintain negative soci¬
etal attitudes than to foster positive
views. This study maintained that the
handicapped are depicted in roles of
dependent individuals possessing "child
like" characteristics.
TABLE V (Continued)
Variable Literature Source Evaluation o£ the Literature
Social Status Gene Burd, "Aged and Handi¬
capped Seek Human Quality and
Public Service in the Media:
Mass Communication Problems




People: A Brigher Future
£or Everyone with Physical,
Mental and Emotional Dis¬
abilities , (Englewood Cli££s,
New Jersey: Prentice-Hall,
Inc., 1977) p. 195.
Emily Wilson, "Television and
the Disabled: Mister Rogers
Shows How," The Exceptional
Parent. 3 (November 197 7) :
JT,
The study examined the social movements
o£ the "new minority," the handicapped,
and addresses the concerns o£ handicap¬
ped individuals in their quest to gain
equality in America's li£estream. The
study concluded that the media por¬
trayed the handicapped as lacking sel£-
su££iciency.
In this book the author analyzed the
plight o£ handicapped people in their
struggle to gain acceptance in America's
li£estream. Cohen examined the media's
image o£ handicapped individuals in
literature and television. She con¬
cluded that both £orms o£ media have
begun to change, presenting the handi¬
capped as sel£-su££icient, well-adjusted
individuals.
She examined the signi£icance o£ "Mister
Rogers" as an unprecedented program £or
elevating the handicapped child's sel£-
esteem. She portrays the handicapped
individual as independent and sel£-
su££icient.
TABLE VI
OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS: PORTRAYAL OF THE HANDICAPPED IN THE MASS MEDIA
Variable Literature Source Evaluation of the Literature
Intellectual
Abilities
Robert R. Monagham, Mister
Rogers* Neighborhood and the
Handicapped Child Interface:
Exploring and Accessing Inte¬
gration of Educational Media
and Professional Services t^
the Handicapped Child. U.S.
Department of Health, Education
and Welfare, Institute of
Handicapped Research Report




People: A Brighter Future For
Everyone with Phsyical, Mental
and Emotional Disabilities,
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey:•
Prentice-Hall, Inc. 1977) p.
143.
Data were collected from 213 inter¬
views to determine the perception of
people regarding the television pro¬
gram "Mister Rogers' Neighborhood
and how well it serves the affective
needs of handicapped children and of
professionals who work with them.
The author analyzed techniques and
strategies handicapped individuals
can use to gain equality in America's
lifestream. She maintained that the
media have begun to portray the handi¬
capped as intelligent human beings
capable of governing their own affairs.
However, the abundance of the images
portrayed the handicapped as possess¬
ing low intellectual abilities.
TABLE VII
OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS: PORTRAYAL OF THE HANDICAPPED IN THE MASS MEDIA
Variable Literature Source Evaluation of the Literature
Visibility Bonnie D. Leonard, "Impaired
View: Television Portrayal of
Handicapped People," (Ph.D.
Dissertation Abstract, Univer¬
sity of Boston, 1978) p. 2391.
This is an in-depth study of the depic¬
tion of the handicapped in television.
The author concluded that the handi¬
capped have a low visibility on tele¬
vision .
Joy Donaldson, "The Visibility
and Image of Handicapped People
on Television," Exceptional
Children. 47 (March 1981):
JTT.
This study of the handicapped in tele¬
vision showed that there is very low
visibility of the handicapped in prime¬
time television. The author maintained
that the number of handicapped individ¬
uals was indeed low and most of the
roles were stereotypic.
Summative Analysis of Literature Review
Based on Three Variables
The literature was analyzed according to three vari¬
ables: Moral character, social status and intellectual abil¬
ity o£ the handicapped. A subordinate analysis pertaining
to the visibility of the handicapped in the media was con¬
ducted. The summative data in the Tables reflect the anal¬
ysis of the content of each study in order to determine the
role portrayed by the handicapped in the media as reported
in the literature.
Summary of Findings
This study reviewed the literature pertaining to the
role portrayed by the handicapped in the mass media. Media
surveyed were limited to television, comic books, and lit¬
erature. Three variables were analyzed: The moral charac¬
ter of the handicapped, the social status of the handicap¬
ped and the intellectual ability of the handicapped. The
findings of this study are:
1. That the media, because of their ubiquity, are
powerful socializing agents and by implication
play a viable role in molding the public image
of the handicapped
2. That there was underrepresentation of the handi¬
capped in the media. Literature revealed that
a small percentage of adult handicapped individ¬
uals appeared on television in major roles
3. That the portrayal of the handicapped in the
media is indeed impaired and that the handi¬
capped are presented as a distinct and stigma¬
tized group. In the three forms of media sur¬
veyed, the handicapped were presented as
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lacking in intelligence, exceptionally good or
exceptionally evil, dependent and irresponsible
4, That the handicapped are presented in stereo¬
typic roles in a continuum of good versus evil.
Few programs depicted the handicapped as normal
individuals.
4. That the handicapped are most often depicted in
stereotypic roles that portray them as dependent
characters
5. That the handicapped are portrayed as having
little intelligence and as possessing "child¬
like” characteristics.
CHAPTER V
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary
In this study, the writer surveyed the literature per¬
taining to the portrayal of the handicapped in the mass
media. The specific areas of media examined were televi¬
sion, literature and comic books. These forms of media
were selected because of the impact that they have on the
mass of people and because of their widespread use in the
educational setting.
Three variables were analyzed in the literature per¬
taining to the media portrayal of the handicapped. The
three variables analyzed were the moral character of the
handicapped, the social status of the handicapped and the
intellectual ability of the handicapped as portrayed in the
media. The study also determined the extent to which the
handicapped individual is portrayed in the media. The visi¬
bility of the handicapped in the media was examined in re¬
lation to the types of role they were given, i.e., minor
versus major roles. A review of the literature on the im¬
pact of the media in shaping the attitudes and behavior of
individuals in society assisted in examining the portrayal
of the handicapped in the media. A review of the literature
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further revealed that there is a paucity of research focus¬
ing on the portrayal of the handicapped in varying forms of
media.
The research procedures employed survey methodology.
Content analysis of the literature pertaining to the three
variables of moral characteristics social status, and in¬
tellectual ability was also employed.
The findings of the study provide the final strokes of
a grim portrait. The handicapped were depicted as uncul¬
tured and stupid. They were presented as defensive, inse¬
cure and dependent. The uniform direction of all the stu¬
dies pointed to one fundamental conclusion: That the media
portrayed the handicapped as a distinct and stigmatized
group.
With enactment of Public Law 94-142, however, the
media is beginning to portray the handicapped in more posi¬
tive roles. Increasingly, the handicapped are shown as
ordinary human beings with some challenges. The focus is
being placed on the handicapped person’s normalcy, not ab-
normalcy. Television programs and literature are beginning
to show signs of change whereas comic books have remained
unchanged.
Discussion and Implications of Findings
The results of this study indicated that handicapped
people are objectified and depersonalized by the media in
America. They are depicted as objects of pity and objects
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of care. Portrayed in the media as stupid, dependent, sub¬
missive and unemployed, they are projected as powerless.
The impact of the media messages is noted by Gliedman and
Roth:
...to call an individual handicapped is to say
that he has been rendered into a state of absolute
social powerlessness, for he has been shown to be
unable to carry out any social role. A person in¬
capable of discharging any social function is no
longer a social creature.... In set theory the
"null set" is defined as the set with no members.
Something similar, we believe, is the case for the
category of handicapped. It marks the social null
set. Individuals who are members of it have been
stripped of their social being. They have been
reduced to mere nonpersons.^
A corollary to the presentation of handicapped people
as nonpersons is the depiction of their role in society as
immobile. The American character is distinguished by its
mobility. America is a country created by Western expan¬
sion, a land of opportunity for upward mobility, a society
with action groups and civil rights movements, a people lit¬
erally "on the move." Living in its fullest sense is de¬
fined as active and mobile. Lifeless in America means still-
immobile. The literature revealed that in the media the
handicapped are presented as passive, weak and dependent;
they are portrayed as victims and prevented from taking
active roles. The activity of economic and family responsi¬
bilities is denied to handicapped characters. The posture
J. Gliedman and W. Roth. The Grand Illusion: Stigma
and Role Expectations and Communication (New York: Row
t^eterson Press, 1976), p. iTI
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of the handicapped in the media is static--a further affir¬
mation of nonpersonhood in a society which equates activity
with life.
The media is a teacher. Like families and schools,
television’s messages are a powerful socializing influence.
Its content is critically important. Its portrayal of
handicapped people as a distinct minority, walled off from
the majority in ways that prevent mutual access, is not a
redeeming cultural lesson. The depiction of handicapped
characters as nonpersons, immoral, dependent and nonintel-
ligent is a harsh distortion of reality for handicapped
and nonhandicapped alike.
One of the frightening aspects of this fact is that
television is probably particularly important in the lives
of handicapped people. People confined at home or in a hos¬
pital with a variety of disabilities use various forms of
media as a constant companion. In reference to the role
of the media in the life of the handicapped Bogdan and
Biklen cite Kaye:
The worst part about confinement is being
alone and at least with a television a child
isn't quite alone. It’s better than nothing.^
The media’s lack of positive models and their unreal¬
istic portrayals of handicapped people may not be better
than nothing. The messages of television may indeed have
^Robert Bogdan and Douglas Biklen, "Handicappism,"
Social Policy 40 (March - April 1977): 14.
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a deleterious effect on the lives and development of handi¬
capped children and adults. Dramas presented in the media
are in many instances morality plays. Their lessons reiter¬
ate and reaffirm beliefs that maintain the boundaries be¬
tween handicapped and nonhandicapped.
In the presence of a preponderance of legislation af¬
firming the rights of handicapped individuals, the bounda¬
ries continue to serve as carriers for handicapped individ¬
uals at every level. In Georgia, where House Bill 671 man¬
dates a course in special education for all regular educa¬
tion personnel, the attitudes of teachers toward the handi¬
capped children in the mainstream continue to border on
negativism.
Buildings are not accessible to the bodies of handicap¬
ped people except in some cases where Federal funding is in¬
volved. Public transportation has only recently been adapted
for handicapped people, and certainly not universally.
Biklen and Bogdan point out that these architectural bar-
riers are paralleled by literary barriers. Written direc¬
tions, bus signs, street signs, application forms and income
taxes present literary barricades for those who cannot read.
For those who can read, access is often prevented by a lack
of technical assistance (braille readers, deaf interpreters, etc.)
^Robert Bogdan and Douglas Biklen, "Handicappism," Social
Policy. 40 (March - April 1977): 4.
^Ibid., p. 18.
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Despite recent legislation, handicapped people are
still excluded from jobs and schools.^ Across the nation
where Public Law 94-142 mandates educational procedures for
meeting the special needs of all handicapped children; par¬
ents still report incidents of children kept out of school
because no school will accept them.
The lack of access in all corners of our culture in¬
hibits the mobility of handicapped individuals, thus perpet¬
uating their depiction as nonpersons. It further prevents
contact which serves to eliminate barriers and reduce dis¬
crimination practices. The myth perpetuated in the media
that handicapped individuals are dependent, unintelligent,
immoral or righteous further elevates and maintains these
barriers.
Recommendations
Since the study of the portrayal of the handicapped in
the mass media, particularly television, is a relatively new
phenomenon, more research must be conducted to determine how
an appropriate realistic image can be projected. If the
media present the handicapped as either exceptionally good
or exceptionally evil or as being different from the nonhandi¬
capped, the mainstreaming of the handicapped will indeed be a
sluggish backwater.
^Robert Bogdan and Douglas Biklen, "Handicappism,'' Social
Policy 40 (March - April 1977): 14.
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This study has assumed that television, literature,
and comic books are the media for transmitting and fostering
the myth of a society. The definition of cultural myth and
the question of how myths influence the actions of society
are topics that have been examined in the past and more
attention should be given to this assumption.
The findings of the discriminatory presentation of
handicapped people in the media suggested some recommenda¬
tions for change. Having studied three forms of media
(television, literature and comic books) for their por¬
trayal of handicapped people, the writer felt that the fol¬
lowing comments may help to alleviate some of the negative
images of the handicapped.
Preliminary steps to be taken are similar to any ini¬
tial interest in eradicating prejudice. First, more handi¬
capped people can be portrayed in ratios that match their
representation in the population at large. Twenty percent
of the characters on various television programs could be
portrayed as handicapped and could also represent the full
range of disabilities as outlined in Public Law 94-142.
The presentation of a reasonable number of handicapped peo¬
ple would bring the viewing public in "contact" with more
handicapped people. A second step can involve the use of
language. Linguistic symbols reflect deep structures and,
therefore, a change in the structure is an important recog¬
nition of deeper realities. Individual depictions of
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handicapped characters should be reviewed. For example,
handicapped characters do not need to be shown in submis¬
sive roles in most of their interactions with other people.
Conversely, consistently portraying handicapped people as
powerful, dominant characters also perpetuates the distinc¬
tion between handicapped and nonhandicapped, albiet in a
different direction.
The point is that handicapped people must be depicted
as people with more similarities than differences in order
to create a portrayal that is nondiscriminatory.
Whatever changes are made in television, literature
and comic books, the guidance and input of handicapped
people at every level should exist. Furthermore, handicap¬
ped people should not be expected to have clearer or better
answers. They are ongoing participants in daily acts of
prejudice, and awareness of the characteristics of this
discriminatory practice is a slow process.
Most educators are aware that in principle stereotypic
roles of the handicapped may be due to societal factors.
Since it is impractical to imagine that special educators
can be directly influential in terms of mass media por¬
trayals of the handicapped, and since mass media program¬
mers are not fully aware of the psychoeducational implica¬
tions of these stereotypic roles, collaborative efforts
between the two groups must exist. It is only through this
collaborative effort that a realistic and nonbiased
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portrayal of the handicapped can triumph. While current
research indicated that the image of the handicapped has
improved, the writer feels that special educators must be
ready to contribute material intelligently and regularly
to keep the media aware of the handicapped person's needs.
Therefore, educational personnel should be encouraged to
play a greater role in projecting the image of the handi¬
capped for their benefit as well as the benefit of society.
The clarity of the results suggests that further re¬
search on the depiction of the handicapped in the media
would be fruitful. For the medium of television, a variety
of studies suggest themselves: (1) Further content analyses
might be conducted and (2) Programs that constitute dra¬
matic shows warrant attention; advertisements and tele¬
thons could be studied. In comic books special series
such as Superman, The Hulk, or Wonderwoman could be studied
on a period of time to further analyze and emphasize a
more positive portrayal of the handicapped. In literature,
classical or American literature can be examined in stan¬
dard anthologies and reading lists for students at all edu¬
cation levels.
Since this study outlined a depiction of handicapped
people in three forms of media, television, literature and
comic books, it is important to examine the effect of these
depictions on the audience. Research that provides infor¬
mation on the mental processes that occur for children and
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adults during the presentation of each medium is suggested.
The impact of media depictions on the self-esteem of handi¬
capped children are particularly critical. Finally, a
look at the creation of these media portrayals in addition
to their impact, should also be productive. V/riters* and
producers’ views of the handicapped should then be exam¬
ined and compared with the views of advocacy groups, spe¬
cial educators, families of the handicapped and the handi¬
capped themselves.
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